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The Banalization of Suicide






women	 ramming	 into	 targets	 and	 blowing	 themselves	 and	 all	 else	 around	
them	into	bits	with	bombs	strapped	to	their	bodies	or	vehicles.	it	would	have	
been	even	more	difficult	 to	 imagine	 that	 such	acts	would	become	everyday	
occurrences	 in	 places	 as	 geographically	 separated	 and	 culturally	 diverse	 as	
Algiers,	baghdad,	beirut,	buenos	Aires,	Cairo,	Colombo,	Grozny,	islamabad,	
istanbul,	 Jerusalem,	 kabul,	 karachi,	 london,	 madrid,	 moscow,	 new	 york,	
and	St.	Petersburg.	Then,	the	radicality	of	these	acts	of	suicide	violence	was	
their	original	 and	 irreducible	 character,	 as	baudrillard	 saw,	 which	gave	 life	
















we	wish	 to	explore	how	 the	once	 radical	 act	of	authenticity	and	originality	
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has	 been	 reduced	 to	 an	 act	 of	 imitation,	 and	 how	 it	 has	 been	 transformed	
into	 a	 routinized,	 ritualized,	 and	 mimetic	 practice.	 it	 is	 troubling	 that	 sui-






























can	 be	 seen	 not	 only	 in	 its	 systematization,	 routinization,	 rationalization,	






act	 of	 sacrifice	 is	 no	 longer	 only	 for	 the	 brave,	 but	 also	 for	 people	 who,	 by	
way	of	heedless	or	reactionary	or	disciplined	acts,	snuff	out	themselves	and	
others.
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We	use	the	term	“banalization”	here	as	an	adjective	to	describe	the	effects	












violence	against	 life	may	become	 justifiable	 (domination,	oppression,	 injus-
tice,	 and	 abjection),	 we	 also	 insist	 that	 their	 transformation	 from	 acts	 into	
ongoing	practices	that	produces	habitus	erodes	their	legitimacy.10
The	long-running	debate	over	violence	and	politics	in	social	and	political	
thought	 involved	 illustrious	 scholars.11	 Franz	 Fanon,	 Jean-Paul	 Sartre,	 Carl	
Schmitt,	Georges	Sorel,	and	max	Weber,	despite	their	differences,	tended	to	
recognize	 violence	 as	 both	 justifiable	 and	 legitimate	 foundation	 of	 a	 body	
politic.12	by	contrast,	hannah	Arendt,	Walter	benjamin,	and	Jacques	Derrida	
were	much	more	ambivalent	about	the	equivalence	between	justification	and	
legitimization	 of	 violence.13	 Arendt	 expressed	 this	 crucial	 distinction	 well.	







emotional	 or	 rational.15	 yet,	 for	 Arendt,	 violence	 against	 injustice,	 however	
justifiable,	when	it	is	rationalized	becomes	irrational.16	it	has	been	recognized	
that	much	of	modern-day	 suicide	violence	 is	not	generated	by	 irrational	or	
emotional	yearnings	that	are	intrinsic	to	the	cultures	or	religions	from	which	
they	spring.	but	that	does	not	mean	that	suicide	violence	is	inherently	ratio-
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Understanding Acts of Suicide Violence
much	has	already	been	said	about	suicide	violence—we	feel	perhaps	too	much.	
nonetheless,	there	have	been	useful	(and	necessary)	classifications,	histories,	

























cide,”	 already	 begins	 to	 represent	 suicide	 violence	 as	 banalized,	 thus	 mov-
ing	us	away	from	the	pure	bakhtinian	ethics.	representation	is	unavoidable.	
bakhtin	 moreover	 argues	 that	 aestheticizing,	 historicizing,	 and	 abstracting	
acts	force	a	split	between	the	substance	of	the	act,	the	individual	experience	







and	 cannot	 be	 (according	 to	 our	 own	 arbitrary	 specifications).	 The	 experi-
ence	of	those	who	are	caught	in	the	act	is	 incalculably	more	profound	than	
any	observer’s	understanding	or	witnessing	of	it.	Second,	in	order	to	under-









the succession and repetition that banalize the act, thereby transforming it from 


















(domination,	 oppression,	 injustice,	 and	 abjection),	 actors	 are	 still	 radically	



















of	some	future	path	is	made	concrete	as	it	unfolds.	Since beings can refer to no 
one as having already constituted the future path, they are radically responsible 


















Thus,	as	emmanuel	lévinas	points	out,	 it	 is	of	 irreducible	significance	 that	
our	 responsibility	 for	 the	death	of	 the	other	 invariably	puts	 an	 ethic	upon	
us	 (and	we	are	equally	 responsible	 for	 the	host	of	other	actors	who	see	our	
original	acts	as	precedent	and	inspiration	to	act	similarly).29	in	other	words,	
soldier-martyrs,	 like	 all	 actors,	 are	 implicated	 in	 the	 consequences	 of	 their	
acts	and	the	way	those	consequences	affect	others.
now,	 it	 is	 “radical”	 rather	 than	 “absolute”	 responsibility	 that	 is	 enjoined	
upon	acting	beings.	The	actor’s	responsibility	is	not	absolute	because	all	beings	
are	constrained	by	various	forms	of	facticity	such	as	place,	past,	environment,	
relational Other,	 and	 death that	 cannot	 be	 changed	 by	 free	 will.	 According	
to	Sartre,	beings	insert	“action	into	the	network	of	determinism.”30	The	place	
consists	of	that	which	is	manifested	to	the	being	(the	location	of	birth,	the	place	
of	 relations);	 where	 someone	 is	 born	 constrains	 choice	 and	 opens	 up	 other	
opportunities.	 Thus,	 the	 soldier-martyr	 may	 face	 limited	 choices	 by	 being	
born	in	a	violent	society,	but	his	birthplace	does	not	cause	the	actor	to	decide	
to	self-annihilate.31	There	are	many	people	in	similar	conditions	who	do	not	
























ern	 suicide	 violence.	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 soldier-martyr	 projects	 himself	
freely	 toward	 a	 “final	 possibility”	 in	 death	 and,	 in	 so	 doing,	 actualizes	 the	
authentic	existence,	one	that	is	pried	away	from	the	banalization	of	the	ordi-
nary	and	attains	“the	irreplaceable	uniqueness”	of	itself.34	on	the	other	hand,	








(the	presence	and	 imposition	of	place,	past,	 environment,	 relational	others,	
and	future	death)	through	death	is	weakness,	for	alternative	solutions	to	the	
life	were	not	acted	upon.	in	Sartre’s	words,






























ern	 suicide	 violence.	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 soldier-martyr	 projects	 himself	
freely	 toward	 a	 “final	 possibility”	 in	 death	 and,	 in	 so	 doing,	 actualizes	 the	
authentic	existence,	one	that	is	pried	away	from	the	banalization	of	the	ordi-
nary	and	attains	“the	irreplaceable	uniqueness”	of	itself.34	on	the	other	hand,	








(the	presence	and	 imposition	of	place,	past,	 environment,	 relational	others,	
and	future	death)	through	death	is	weakness,	for	alternative	solutions	to	the	
life	were	not	acted	upon.	in	Sartre’s	words,









































lines,	 bakhtin	 argued	 that	 “[a]n	 indifferent	 and	 hostile	 reaction	 is	 always	 a	
reaction	that	impoverishes	and	decomposes	its	object:	it	seeks	to	pass	over	the	
object	in	all	its	manifoldness,	to	ignore	it	or	to	overcome	it.”41
The Problem of the Alibi
An	act,	if	it	is	to	be	an	act,	must	rupture	facticity	as	a	limit	on	action;	an	act	













Actors	 often	 employ	 euphemisms	 regarding	 war	 and	 violence	 as	 alibis.	
euphemisms	give	the	impression	that	an	act	was	carried	out	under	the	aus-
pices	of	a	more	benign	or	legitimate	purpose	than	is	possible	given	the	nature	
of	 such	 attacks.	 euphemisms	 for	 war,	 violence,	 terrorism,	 extermination,	


























its	 very	 nature,	 suicide	 violence	 annihilates	 the	 actor	 and	 its	 answerability.	
The	actor	cannot	stand	to	account	for	the	act,	and	the	act	ceases	to	be.	The	








The Prosaicism of Suicide
The	concept	of	the	act	involves	an	effort	to	change	some	aspect	of	the	world,	
a	 set	 of	 means	 orientated	 toward	 some	 kind	 of	 end,	 and	 an	 implicit	 serial	
connectedness	 of	 action	 such	 that	 changes	 effected	 by	 one	 act	 will	 affect	 a	
subsequent	act,	thereby	producing	a	desired	goal.49	Arendt	wrote	in	On Vio-
lence	 that	 violence	 is	 a	 form	 of	 instrumental	 means	 whose	 ends	 condition	
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whelm	 the	 goals	 and	 in	 directions	 that	 reproduce	 and	 reinforce	 the	 condi-
tions	of	its	grievance.54	The	contemporary	crisis,	writes	bakhtin,	is	that	there	

















firsthand,	or	read	and	hear	about,	an	act	of	 suicide	violence	 in	which	 large	
numbers	of	civilians	are	maimed	or	killed.	Suicide	violence	is	so	routinized	


























Actor and the Face of the Other
Acts	of	suicide	violence	are,	unequivocally,	acts	of	violence	against	 the	face	





























ity	of	 the	self	 to	substitute	 itself	 for	 the	other	(e.g.,	 to	know	that	we	are	the	
other	and	the	other	is	us).65	here,	it	is	important	to	point	out	that	there	is	a	
difference	between	substitution	and	the	substitute	other,	however	connected	




Freud	 spoke	 about	 the	 theme	 of	 wrongly	 directed	 anger	 when	 he	 said	 that	
sometimes	people	seek	to	exact	punishment	for	a	crime	committed	even	if	it	












exotericism—and	 many	 soldier-martyrs	 are	 doctrinally	 exoteric—see	 order	





















of	 power.”69	 in	 the	 panoptic	 view,	 the	 other	 is	 abstracted	 and	 generalized,	




strive	 to	embolden	the	perpetrator	mentality	which	 justifies	 the	destructive	
machinery	that	robs	humans	of	their	humanness,	their	soul;	it	renders	them	
“spiritless	matter,	raw	material.”71
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tion	 is	always	 there	 that	because	 the	“act”	cut	 right	 into	 the	heart	of	a	 state	
oppressor,	it	was	also	morally	and	religiously	permissible.	Suicide	violence	is	
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the	 urge	 to	 punish	 and	 destroy.	 nietzsche	 says	 that	 the	 conscience	 made	
humans	responsible	and	that	this	is	a	late	but	significant	fruit.	in	defense	of	
the	 soldier-martyr,	 he	 actually	 ruptures	 the	 “pang	 of	 conscience”	 on	 many	
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the	 soldier-martyr,	 he	 actually	 ruptures	 the	 “pang	 of	 conscience”	 on	 many	
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it	 is	an	ethical	 impossibility	 for	actors	 to	evade	 the	responsibility	 that	 is	
afforded	to	them	as	acting	and	choosing	beings	by	arguing	that	constraining	
contingencies	and	the	pressure	from	their	groups,	for	example,	gave	them	no	




created	 in	a	vacuum	(e.g.,	 the	acts	of	others	often	create	 the	conditions	 for	
violence),	and	yet,	in	the	end,	it	is	the	actor	who	is	still	radically	responsible	
for	choices	he	makes.
We	 ought	 not	 to	 consider	 soldier-martyrs	 as	 “dupes	 or	 mechanisms	 of	
an	 impersonal	 social	 force,	 but	 actors	 with	 responsibility.”84	 yet,	 when	 acts	




































cal	Theory	 (Cambridge:	 Cambridge	 University	 Press,	 2004).	both	 discuss	 the	
prominent	figures	and	issues	in	the	debate.	










Civil	 Disobedience,	 on	 Violence,	 Thoughts	 on	 Politics	 and	 revolution	 (new	
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A	 modern	 history	 of	 Suicide	 Violence	 (Princeton,	 n.J.:	 Princeton	 University	
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